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SUMMARY OF THE ARCHEOLOGY OF SAGINAW 
VALLEY, MICHIGAN 

By HARLAN I. SMITH 

INTRODUCTION 

Saginaw valley, including the entire area draining into Saginaw 
bay, occupies the east central region of the southern peninsula of 
Michigan. It is a well-watered, level, timber country, formerly 
covered by dense forests of pine, oak, elm, ash, maple, hickory, 
and other trees. The low-lands are occupied by swamps which in 
places are largely grown up with wild rice (Zizania aquatica), a 
staple produced by nature in such abundance that it was of great 
importance to the primitive people of the region when they were 
first met by the whites. 1 

The streams which most concerned the prehistoric inhabitants 
of the valley were Saginaw river and its main tributaries including 
the Shiawassee, Flint, Bad, Cass, Tittabawassee, and their 
branches ; while the Pigeon, Sebewaing, Kawkawlin, and Rifle 
were also important. Bordering the lower courses of the river, 
are numerous bayous ; interspersed over the intervening country 
are low sand ridges. At the headwaters the streams flow more 
swiftly and undercut their banks because their beds have greater 
fall, consequently large bayous and swamps are less frequent. 

Rocks of the subcarboniferous series, bearing chert nodules, 
outcrop in a nearly circular line cut by the headwaters of the Cass, 
Shiawassee, and Tittabawassee, and intersecting Saginaw bay near 
Point Lookout and Bay Port. This chert was extensively quarried 



1 Stickney (Gardner P.), " Indian Use of Wild Rice," American Anthropologist, 
Washington, vol. IX, No. 4, April, 1896, pp. 115-121, pi. 2. Copies : University at 
Ann Arbor. 
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and chipped into implements by the prehistoric occupants of the 
valley. 

When the whites first visited this region it was inhabited by 
the Ojibwa Indians, whose descendants preserve traditions of its 
occupancy by the Sauk. 1 One of these traditions % states that the 
latter were expelled by the Ojibwa and their allies. 

The Indians were found to subsist on a variety of natural pro- 
ducts, chief among which were wild rice, maple sugar, squash, corn, 
wild fruits, and game. The villages were located along the streams, 
probably because of the importance of water, wild rice, fish, and the 
animals which frequented the river banks for food or visited them 
for water. The canoe was an easier means of transportation than 
the trail, and even trails were more easily formed along the ridges 
parallel to the rivers or along the banks than elsewhere. The 
outcrops of chert and pipestone are exposed by the rivers cut- 
ting through them, while in other places they are covered with 
soil. From them the canoes could easily descend to villages along 
the rivers, while to carry the material by trail to inland settle- 
ments would be difficult. 

The evidences on the extensive village sites and in the burial 



1 In a personal letter, dated Frederick, Md., Dec. 26, 1896, Prof. Cyrus Thomas 
writes : " The people of this tribe have been designated by such terms as Asaukees, 
Jakis (misprint for Sakis), Osagi, Osak, Osankies, Osaugeeg, Osaukies, Osaukee, 
Ousaki, Ousakiouek, Ozaukie, Sagaeeys, etc. Tradition points to the east or north of 
Lake Huron as their former home. They stopped for a time, on their westward jour- 
ney, near Saginaw bay, which received its name (Saukee-nong, ' Sac-place ' ) from this 
circumstance. According to Bela Hubbard {Memorials of a Hal f -Century , p. 159) 
Champlain [1611-12] 'visited the country of the Sacs near Saginaw bay.' See also 
Schoolcraft, Ind. Nats. ,v, p. 145." Hubbard (Bela), Memorials of a Half -Century , New 
York, c. 1887 ; Schoolcraft (Henry R.), Historical and Statistical Information Re- 
specting the History, Conditions, and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United 
States, Phila., 1851-57, pts. I-vi, 4 . Copies: University, Hoyt, Saginaw. 

2 The tradition is recorded, as related by William McCormick, on pp. 117-120, of 
History of Saginaw County, Michigan, Chicago, Chas. C. Chapman & Co., 188 1. See 
also Smith (Harlan I.), " Legendary Invasion of the Saginaw Valley," American Anti- 
quarian, Chicago, vol. xm, No. 6, Nov., 1891, pp. 339-340; reprinted under title 
" The Invasion of Saginaw Valley: A Legend of Northern Michigan as Told by an In- 
dian," Detroit Free Press, Sunday, January 3, 1892, p. 11 ; also in Saginaw Courier- 
Herald, January 7 and 14, 1892. 
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places, mounds, and other remains along the streams suggest that 
the conditions of life in prehistoric times were similar to those 
which existed when the Indians were first met by the whites. 

This paper aims primarily to summarize all the available data, 
with references to every source of information ; to publish orig- 
inal manuscript and other material not generally accessible ; to 
include all clues and rumors, however vague, which might lead to 
further knowledge, and to classify all in order that the summary 
may serve the purpose of a field library for ready reference in ac- 
quiring and recording further data on the subject, not only by 
field workers but also by local students far from the sources of 
information. It is hoped that those having any item, however 
brief, which may be added to this summary, will publish or report it. 

The writer's personal contribution is based on observations and 
a collection begun in 1883. Most of the latter resulted from per- 
sonally conducted explorations which during the time noted neces- 
sarily dealt chiefly with surface evidence. With the exception of a 
few objects and certain specimens presented to the Peabody 
Museum of Harvard University, the University of Pennsylvania, 
the Smithsonian Institution, and the American Museum of Natural 
History, this collection is deposited in the museum of the High 
School of Saginaw, Michigan. Specimens and field assistance 
were received from many, to whom, in each case, credit is given 
in the text describing the particular specimen or locality. 

SAGINAW BAY ; EASTERN SHORE 

Huron County 

Coast Mounds. — Professor Thomas' states that there are 
" mounds along the northern coast, especially between Port Austin 
and Pointe Aux Barques, also between Grindstone City and Huron 
City. Reported by Gerard Fowke." * 

1 Thomas (Cyrus), Catalogue of Prehistoric Works East of the Rocky Mountains ', 
Washington, 1891, p. no. Copies: University. 

2 Mr Gerard Fowke, of Chillicothe, Ohio, made a reconnoissance of Michigan for 
the Bureau of American Ethnology. 
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Mr Fowke ' credits this information as from Dr G. A. Stock- 
well * and states that " there are mounds around the entire coast- 
line of the county ; many between Port Austin and Pointe Aux 
Barques and also between Grindstone City and Huron City." 
He also states that " oval or oblong, low, flat mounds " are 
meant. 

Caseville Mounds. — Professor Thomas ' states that there is a 
" large circular work in Caseville township on a small stream 
emptying into Wild Fowl bay, 5 miles southwest of Caseville. 
Reported by Gerard Fowke." 

Mr Fowke 4 credits this information as from Dr G. A. Stock- 
well and as relating to " large circular mounds." The stream is 
probably Mud creek. The region near the eastern shore of Wild 
Fowl bay is low, with an occasional sand ridge, and is less than 
eight miles north of extensive outcrops bearing chert nodules. 

North Island Workshops.'' — At the western limit of Wild Fowl 
bay is North island, on the northern side or highest part of 
which are traces of workshops where chert implements may be 
found in all stages of manufacture — from the nodular masses 
occurring in the substratum of the entire island to the finished 
chipped points for spears, arrows, knives, and similar objects. 
Chipped implements of other material have not been obtained at 
this place. 

Heisterman Island Village Site. — Lying next south of North 
island, at a distance of about a mile, is Heisterman island, where are 
many traces of an ancient village site in addition to evidences 

1 Copy of Fowke's Report on Michigan. A carefully compared copy made with per- 
mission of Professor Thomas from a copy made by Rev. Wm. M. Beauchamp, of Syra- 
cuse, N. Y., for his use while assisting in preparing the Thomas Catalogue. 

2 Dr G. Archie Stockwell, then of Port Huron, Michigan, while hunting exten- 
sively in various parts of the state, had been watchful for mounds or other remains. 
He desired to make a systematic survey of Huron county and had collected many data 
regarding Michigan archeology which he freely offered to place at the disposal of 
students. In 1894 Dr Stockwell removed to Detroit, Michigan. 

3 Thomas, Catalogue, p. 109. 

4 Fow ke, Report on Michigan. 

6 Frac. sees. 21, 22, 27, and 28, T. 17 N., R. 9 E. 

AM. ANTH. N. S., 3 — 14 
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similar to those on North island. These are on the sand ridges 
— the highest land — and on the northeastern side of the island * 
where it slopes to the marsh lands known as the Middle 
Grounds. These swamps are especially frequented by fish, and 
wild fowl assemble there in great numbers to feed on the wild 
rice. The rice alone, which does not grow off other portions of 
Heisterman island, may have determined the site of the prehis- 
toric village. The subcarboniferous series underlying the island 
outcrops on its western shore, within easy access of this site. 
Hammerstones, chipped points for arrows, knives, spears, drills, 
etc., and chipped implements resembling flint hoes in shape, have 
been gathered here. Fragments of pottery, many of which are 
neatly ornamented (some by incised designs, others by cord impres- 
sions) and a fragment of a pottery pipe have also been found at 
this site. Assistance was rendered in collecting at this place by 
Miss Edith Newton of Saginaw. 

Mai-sou Island Mounds? — Professor Thomas, 3 referring to 
his preceding note on the Caseville mounds, states that there are 
" several similar mounds on Mason island southwest of Wild Fowl 
bay. Reported by Gerard Fowke." 

Mr Fowke 4 credits this information as from Dr G. A. Stockwell 
and as referring to " large circular mounds." 

Bay Port Village Site? — A village or camp was located on the 
mainland and lay along the sand ridge which runs parallel to the 
beach of Wild Fowl bay at a distance of a few hundred feet ; it 
extended at least half a mile to the east from the wharf at Bay 
Port. Chipped implements of chert in all stages of manufacture 
are frequent on the ridge. Potsherds, a gorget, one grooved 
maul, and a paint grinder were also found here. Assistance was 



1 Frac. Sees. 28 and 29, T. 17 N., R. 9 E. 

2 Mai-sou or Kate Chai island, about half a mile southwest of Heisterman island, 
Frac. Sees. 5, 7, 8, 17, and 18, T. 16 N., R. 9 E. 

3 Thomas, Catalogue, p. no. 

4 Fowke, Report on Michigan. 

' Frac. S. E. of N. W. and S. W. of N. E. Sec. 36, T. 17 N., R. 9 E. 
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rendered in collecting from this site by Mr Ralph C. Smith of 
Saginaw, and by Mrs P. C. Smith and Miss Anna Smith of Bay 
Port. 

Bay Port Cache? — A cache consisting of one cross-section of 
a chert nodule and forty-seven " turtle-back " blanks, was found 
two feet below the surface in the muck jungle about ioo feet 
from the shore of Wild Fowl bay and a quarter of a mile east of 
the wharf at Bay Port. 3 The specimens in the cache were found 
in a row, overlapping one another somewhat like shingles on a roof. 
It is probable that the material of which they were made was ob- 
tained near the spot, as the outcrop of subcarboniferous rock, 
which occurs for some distance along the beach westward from 
the wharf, bears concretions the material of which is similar to 
that of the cache specimens. There are several outcroppings of 
this rock within a mile. In this cache were blades of peculiar 
form, having a straight, beveled edge on one side. It seems 
probable that this was caused by flaking the pieces for " turtle- 
backs " from a round concretion. The first flake removed would 
be perfect, but after that, if the material were used without waste, 
each flake would have one side beveled where the immediately 
preceding flake had been removed from the nodule. They had 
not all been subjected to sufficient secondary chipping to remove 
the signs of this bevel. 8 The specimens were found by Mr Frank 
Lawrence, of Bay Port, on the land of Hon. William L. Webber, 
of Saginaw, who preserved and presented them to the writer. 

Sharpsteen Village Site* — A camp or small village was located 
on Sharpsteen point, about half a mile west-southwest of the Bay 
Port village site. It was on a wide sand ridge of slight eleva- 
tion. Potsherds, hammerstones, and chipped implements were 

1 Smith (Harlan I.), " Caches of the Saginaw Valley, Michigan," Proc. Am. 
Ass'n. Adv. Sci., vol. xlii (1893), 1894, pp. 300-303 ; also reprint, 4 pp. Copies : 
University, Hoyt. See also the same article revised and extended in The Antiquarian, 
Columbus, Ohio, vol. 1, pt. 2, Feb. 1897, pp. 30-33. 

s Frac. S. E. of N. W. Sec. 36, T. 17 N., R. 9 E. 

8 See also Cass cache No. 2. 

1 N. W. of S. E. Sec. 35, T. 17 N., R. 9 E. 
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numerous on the surface. A celt in process of manufacture was 
also found here. 

Sebewaing Village Site.' — A camp or small village was sit- 
uated on the south side of Sebewaing river and back from the 
flood-land which here extends along the shore of Saginaw bay. 
It lay upon a low sand ridge near the first shaft of the Sebewaing 
Coal Company. Chipped points of chert, potsherds, and burned 
and crackled pebbles have been found in sufficient numbers to in- 
dicate the site. In a reconnoissance of this place assistance was 
rendered by Prof. Israel C. Russell, geologist of the University of 
Michigan at Ann Arbor. 

Pigeon River Mounds. — Professor Thomas * states that " large 
circular mounds at the head of Pigeon river, near the middle of 
the southern boundary of the county " are " reported by Gerard 
Fowke." Mr Fowke * credits this information as from Dr G. A. 
Stockwell. 

Bad Axe Earthwork. — Professor Thomas* states that "Bad 
Axe post-office is on a circular mound or earthwork in a swamp," 
as " reported by Gerard Fowke." Mr Fowke * credits this in- 
formation as from Dr G. A. Stockwell and as relating to " a spot 
of dry land twenty or thirty feet above the level of the swamp, 
with a wall of earth extending around it." 

For further references to the archeology of Huron county, 
see under Cass River Valley, to follow. 

Tuscola County 

Unionville Mounds. — Professor Thomas ' states that there are 
" mounds in Geneva township, on Saginaw bay, 3 miles north of 
Unionville. Reported by Gerard Fowke." Mr Fowke 7 credits 

1 S. W. Sec. 8, T. 15 N., R. 9 E. 

2 Thomas, Catalogue, p. no. 

3 Fowke, Report on Michigan. 

4 Thomas, Catalogue, p. no. 

6 Fowke, Report on Michigan. 
6 Thomas, Catalogue, p. 115. 
1 Fowke, Report on Michigan. 
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this information as from Dr G. A. Stockwell and states that 
" oval or oblong, low, flat mounds " are meant. 

Squaw Creek Earthworks. — Professor Thomas' states that 
there are " earthworks (explored) on Square creek, in Akron 
township. Reported by Gerard Fowke." Mr Fowke * gives the 
name as Squaw creek and credits this information as from Dr G. 
A. Stockwell who reported the earthworks but had not seen 
them himself. 

Quanicassee Earthworks. — Professor Thomas ' states that there 
are " mounds and earthworks on Quanicassee creek. Reported by 
Gerard Fowke." Mr Fowke 4 credits this information as from 
Dr G. A. Stockwell who reported to him but who had not person- 
ally seen the remains. He also states that " oval or oblong, low, 
flat mounds " are meant. 

For further references to the archeology of Tuscola county, 
see under Cass River Valley, to follow. 

1 Thomas, Catalogue, p. 115. 

2 Fowke, Report on Michigan. 
8 Thomas, Catalogue, p. 115. 

* Fowke, Report on Michigan. 



